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Natrix gemonensis Laurenti, 1768 (currently Coluber gemonensis), 
Coluber viridiflavus Lacepede, 1789 and Coluber helveticus Lacepede, 
1789 (currently Natrix natrix Helvetica) (Reptilia, Serpentes): proposed 
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Abstract. The purpose of this application is to conserve the name Coluber gemonensis 
(Laurenti, 1768) for the Balkan whip snake by the designation of a neotype, and also to 
conserve Coluber viridiflavus Lacepede, 1789 for the European whip snake and Natrix 
natrix Helvetica (Lacepede, 1789) for the western European grass snake, two names 
originally published in a rejected work. 


1 . Coluber gemonensis (Laurenti, 1768) (p. 76) is currently in use for the well known 
Balkan whip snake and Coluber viridiflavus Lacepede, 1789 (p. 86) for the equally well 
known European whip snake. These names have been consistently applied to these two 
species in numerous books and periodicals for more than 50 years. The only exceptions 
are the proposal by Schatti & Lanza (1988) to replace gemonensis with laurenti 
Bedriaga, 1882 (p. 295), published as Zamensis gemonensis var. laurenti , and Gruber's 
(1989) subsequent use of laurenti in a field guide. Some important works employing 
gemonensis and viridiflavus in their currently accepted sense are noted in the references. 

2. The type specimen of gemonensis can no longer be traced and the original descrip¬ 
tion is insufficient to allow an unequivocal identification. One of us (Schatti) believes 
that the species in question was viridiflavus and not gemonensis as currently understood. 
Furthermore, the type locality (Gemona, Friuli, Italy) is more than 80 km outside the 
present known limits of distribution of gemonensis (auctt.) but well within the range of 
viridiflavus. Mertens (1957) has already noted that gemonensis (auctt.) does not occur 
around Gemona. However, another of us (Henle) thinks it nevertheless possible that 
Laurenti’s description really was based on gemonensis as understood today. 

3. Accepting Schatti’s viewpoint, strict application of the Principle of Priority would 
result in gemonensis (auctt.) taking the next oldest available name ( laurenti Bedriaga, 
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1882) while viridiflavus would change to gemonensis Laurenti (see also Mertens, 1968). 
Such a change would not be in the best interests of stability; not only would two well 
known species change their names but a name now in use for one species would in 
future have to be used for the other. 

4. In view of the doubt surrounding the identity of Laurenti’s type specimen we feel 
that stability would best be served by designating under the plenary powers a neotype 
for Natrix gemonensis Laurenti, 1768 that is consistent with modern usage. We 
therefore propose that MHNG (Museum d’Histoire Naturelle, Geneva) 1357.70 be 
designated the neotype. The specimen is an adult male measuring 916 mm in length 
(snout-vent 660 mm, tail 256 mm), collected at Cegar (Zadar, Yugoslavia). It-has 170 
ventrals, divided anal plate, 92 subcaudals, 19 dorsal scale rows at mid-body, 8 supra- 
labials (4th and 5th entering orbit), 1 subocular, 1 preocular, 2 postoculars and 2 + 3 
temporals. 

5. Coluber viridiflavus and Natrix natrix Helvetica (Lacepede, 1789) (p. 100) are well 
known European snakes, the names of which have become stable through consistent 
usage for more than half a century. Both were first described by Lacepede (1789) in a 
work ruled unavailable for nomenclatural purposes (as being non-binominal) by the 
Commission in 1987 (Opinion 1463, BZN 44: 265-267). If this Opinion were strictly 
applied both snakes would have to change their names. Assuming that proposal (l)(a) 
below for a neotype of gemonensis is accepted, Coluber viridiflavus would be replaced by 
Coluber vulgaris Bonnaterre, 1790 (p. 28) and Natrix natrix Helvetica would become 
Natrix natrix helveta (Donndorff, 1798) (p. 207). Neither of these names has been used 
as a senior synonym since its original description. We believe that the names in current 
use, viridiflavus and Helvetica , should be retained. Some of the more important works 
employing these names are noted in the references. 

6. The name ElapHe quatuorlineata (Lacepede, 1789) (p. 82), in use for the European 
four-lined snake, was also first proposed (as Coluber quatuorlineatus) in the same 
rejected work. This name, however, has already been placed on the Official List 
(Opinion 490). As remarked by Savage (BZN 38: 9), the rejection of Lacepede (1789) 
in Opinion 1463 does not prevent quatuorlineata from remaining an available name 
(under Article 78f of the Code). It may be noted that Ahaetulla nasuta (Lacepede, 1789) 
(p. 100) also remains an available name (Opinion 524). 

7. The International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature is accordingly 
asked: 

(1) to use its plenary powers: 

(a) to set aside all previous fixations of type specimens for the nominal species 
Natrix gemonensis Laurenti, 1768 and to designate the specimen MHNG 
1357.70, for which the data are given in para. 4 above, as the neotype; 

(b) to rule that the following specific names are available despite having been 
published in a rejected work: 

(i) helveticus Lacepede, 1789, as published in the binomen Coluber 
helve ticus; 

(ii) viridiflavus Lacepede, 1789, as published in the binomen Coluber 
viridi-flavus ; 

(2) to place on the Official List of Specific Names in Zoology the following names: 

(a) gemonensis Laurenti, 1768, as published in the binomen Natrix gemonensis, 

and as defined by the neotype designated in (l)(a) above; 
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(b) helveticus Lacepede, 1789, as published in the binomen Coluber helveticus , 
and as conserved in (l)(b)(i) above; 

(c) viridiflavus Lacepede, 1789, as published in the binomen Coluber viridi¬ 
flavus , and as conserved in (l)(b)(ii) above. 
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